Acting locally to mitigate globally: climate action in the Anthropocene by unknown
Acting locally to mitigate globally: climate action
in the Anthropocene
Marcus Carson
Published online: 3 February 2015
# The Author(s) 2015. This article is published with open access at Springerlink.com
Abstract The idea that individual- or local-scale actions can
combine to have global effects and relevance is of course not
limited to the natural sciences. Slogans such as Bthink global-
ly, act locally^ have been used for many years in an effort to
encourage individuals and locally anchored movements to see
their place—and their actions—as part of a broader effort.
What the message embedded in the term Anthropocene high-
lights, however, is the fact that a multitude of individuals
acting locally influences global conditions whether or not
we Bthink^ globally. Nowhere is this more true than with
climate change. In the Arctic, the consequences of climate
change are more visible, yet the links between action and
consequences appear more distant, and this illustrates a key
challenge. Local action has often been pursued in the shadow
of the global negotiations, yet many of the most important
breakthroughs currently being made are arguably being ac-
complished at the local and regional levels. This is in fact
the silver lining in that dark cloud surrounding the
Anthropocene. It points to the critical importance of local level
action on climate change, both from a governance perspective
and for improving underlying the socio-technical conditions
that influence what is possible in global efforts.
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Even as final preparations were feverishly underway for the
December 2014 climate negotiations in Lima, Peru, a commit-
tee of scientists was meeting in Berlin to consider how one
might properly judge whether the planet has entered a new
geological epoch (The Guardian 2014). Some 15 years after
the designation BAnthropocene^ was coined by Paul Crutzen,
it has yet to become a household word.
Nevertheless, the Bparadigm shift^ to which it gives a name
is gaining ground. As an insightful 2011 editorial in the Econ-
omist quite accurately noted, Bthe term paradigm shift is ban-
died around with promiscuous ease. But for the natural sci-
ences to make human activity central to its conception of the
world, rather than a distraction, would mark such a shift for
real.^(Economist 2011). Indeed. Where human populations
were previously not large enough for human impacts to reach
much beyond a local or regional level, the combined force of
sheer numbers and technological magnification of our impact
is now recognized to have become a major geophysical force
powerfully influencing the physical systems of our planet
(Crutzen and Schwägerl 2011).
The idea that individual or local scale actions can combine
to have global effects and relevance is of course not limited to
the natural sciences. Slogans such as Bthink globally, act
locally^ have been used for many years in an effort to encour-
age individuals and locally anchored social movements to see
their place—and their actions—as part of a broader effort.
What the message embedded in the term Anthropocene high-
lights, however, is the fact that a multitude of individuals acting
locally influences global conditions whether or not we Bthink^
globally. Nowhere is this more true than with climate change.
The Arctic offers a conspicuous example of this phenome-
non. Although changes in physical characteristics such as tem-
perature and ocean acidity are proceeding at roughly twice the
pace in the Arctic as the rest of the globe (AMAP 2014a, b),
the diverse human activities causing these changes are, by and
large, being carried out elsewhere. Some of these changes are
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quite dramatic, with the erosion caused by dwindling sea ice
threatening coastal villages with oblivion, melting permafrost
leading to the collapse of buildings and roads as their formerly
solid foundations melt away, and changing precipitation patterns
leaving communities without fresh water. While most human
activities that produce greenhouse emissions are geographically
separated from their climate-related consequences in the Arctic,
they are much more closely linked in time than elsewhere, mak-
ing the Arctic a sort of planetary early warning system that
provides a preview of the scope and speed of climate-related
environmental change. Moreover, the Arctic is not merely a
bellwether of change. There is a saying that Bwhat happens in
the Arctic doesn’t stay in the Arctic,^ as North Americans who
have learned about the polar vortex have learned.With theArctic
occupying a central role in our planet’s climate system,
Arctic changes caused by actions elsewhere may well boomer-
ang back to be felt elsewhere. This reality would seem to argue
for a slight modification of the slogan to Bthink globally, act
locally, and keep a really close watch on the Arctic.^ Yet in the
Arctic as elsewhere, many perceive retreating snow and icemore
as opportunity than threat—perhaps because many of the oppor-
tunities appear even nearer in time than the threats, or perhaps
because the effects are directly experienced by a relative few.
A full 5 years after the high hopes and ambitions that con-
verged in Copenhagen around the climate talks, the pace of
progress in the United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations remains at a crawl. Both
individually and as blocs, countries have proven reluctant to
embrace emissions reductions at anything approaching the lev-
el of ambition science indicates will be needed to avoid dan-
gerous warming (Grubb 2011). Even countries such as Swe-
den, with extremely good preconditions for dramatically re-
ducing emissions (few domestic fossil fuel resources, abundant
hydropower and a broad-based political support for climate
mitigation), are moving far less decisively than many analysts
believe possible—or necessary (Rockström and Eklund 2012).
The core logic of the international talks is that binding
commitments agreed to in the UNFCCC process will be im-
plemented at the national and subnational levels. Yet, while
the success or failure of negotiations is dependent on the ef-
fectiveness of the negotiations themselves, negotiators’ in-
structions are rooted in the very structures that they are ex-
pected to change. It is well known that internal social, cultural,
and institutional dynamics, in combination with the energy-
related infrastructure of the individual participating countries,
create their own powerful path dependencies.
In considering what is possible in any particular round of
negotiations, far too little is made of what Sweden’s former
chief negotiator Bo Kjellén (2009) characterizes to as
Benabling conditions.^ Kjellén’s insight echoes Putnam
(1988) classic work on Btwo-level games,^ which highlighted
how policy influence flows in both directions in a multi-level
(Hooghe and Marks 2003), multi-scalar (Cash et al. 2006),
and highly interactive process that involves policy, behavior,
physical infrastructure, and feedbacks. In short, individual
countries find it much easier to strike agreements committing
them to changes they are already embracing domestically. As
new practices become institutionalized at a local and regional
level across significant portions of a country’s geography, it
deprives scare scenarios of their relevance, weakens once-
powerful interests, and strengthens others.
The importance of climate mitigation action across scales
has gained increasing recognition over the past decade. Sub-
national action was especially vital for setting changes in mo-
tion in the United States of America (USA) as the Bush ad-
ministration formally disengaged from the Kyoto Protocol,
with some scholars highlighting state-level initiatives (Rabe
2004) and others pointing to the key role of cities in gover-
nance and implementation of climate policies (Betsill and
Bulkeley 2006). These subnational actors make an essential
contribution in driving change toward national-level policy
and implementation Btipping points (Carson and Román
2010).^Moreover, the Buneven geographic distribution of ob-
stacle and opportunity^ creates Bhotspots^ where social, po-
litical, ideational, and infrastructural factors converge to sup-
port sociopolitical innovation and Bdead spots^ where change
efforts are blocked or simply gain no traction (Carson 2011).
Many, if not most of these hotspots of activity, lie where a
confluence of social factors and energy infrastructure makes
for a comparatively low threshold for change. They are regions
that are culturally conducive, in that environmentalist sympa-
thies are strong, where willingness to use regulation as a tool
for addressing social problems is not ruled out based on ideo-
logical proclivities, andwhere there are strong organized actors
who see opportunity in pursuing a clean energy transition.
They are also regions where coal or other fossil energy sources
play a relatively minor role in electricity production or in eco-
nomic well-being. In the USA, this confluence is seen in West
Coast states such as California,Washington, andOregon or the
East Coast states that participate in the Regional Greenhouse
Gas Initiative (RGGI). In Europe, Sweden offers a good exam-
ple of this confluence, while Norway and Germany illustrate
more complex cases (with Norway having significant revenues
from its oil reserves and revenues and Germany having had a
significant portion of its electricity produced with coal).
Moreover, the local level is where many of the very practical
changes involved in reducing energy consumption and carbon
emissions must be implemented (Mulugetta et al. 2011; Walker
2011). Municipalities exert decisive influence over local infra-
structure and energy use, structuring public and private behavior
for decades to come. As small and mid-sized cities grow, they
have a unique opportunity to employ today’s climate and
energy-related knowledge to set the scene for future city
inhabitants and roles as tenants, transport users, and energy
consumers. These are the kinds of elements highlighted by
DavidVictor (2011) in his argument for shifting attention to local
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efforts to more effectively combat climate change. One critical
point to make is that even comparatively ambitious emissions
reduction goals that might be embraced by a given country in the
international negotiations must ultimately be converted into con-
crete change for those reductions to be achieved. Many, if not
most of those changes, must be carried out at the local level.
This brings us back to the Anthropocene. The core logic of
the term is that humanity now represents a significant geo-
physical force, due both to our sheer numbers and through
the technological magnification of our impacts. In and of it-
self, it is a neutral concept. In practice, however, it is frequent-
ly invoked as part of a dark cloud of dire warning—of the
harm we are unintentionally creating, of the risks we are un-
wittingly magnifying. Since it is the global nature of these
harms and risks that makes them so foreboding and serious,
many of the efforts to respond have focused at that global
level, and much energy and attention has been rightly given
to these global efforts. One result, however, is that local action
has often been pursued in the shadow of the global negotia-
tions, yet many of the most important breakthroughs currently
being made are arguably being accomplished at the local and
regional levels (Bulkeley et al. 2011) and through coordina-
tion efforts among constellations of local and regional actors,
such as the International Council for Local Environmental
Initiatives (ICLEI), the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group
(C40), the US Conference of Mayors Climate Protection Pro-
gram, or the EuropeanUnion’s Covenant ofMayors. This is in
fact the silver lining in that dark cloud surrounding the
Anthropocene. It points to the critical importance of local level
action on climate change, both from a governance perspective
and for improving underlying the socio-technical conditions
that influence what is possible in global efforts.
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